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Abstract

The present study was designed to examine the thinking and attitudes that may be
associated with elementary and middle school students participating in youth sports.
Girls benefit physically, socially, and educationally from ongoing participation in sports.
However, compared to boys, girls tend to start later, quit sooner, and participate less often
in sports, despite the numerous advantages that athletics provides. The external barriers
that contribute to girls’ decreased involvement in sports as they increase in age and grade
are well researched. However, there is a lack of information about the possible cognitive
variables related to a girls’ decision to play sports.
Therefore, the present study investigated how self-perceptions and dysfunctional
attitudes were associated with students’ enjoyment and degree of participation in sports.
It was hypothesized that girls’ self-perceived competency would be related to their
likelihood to enjoy and continue playing sports. The aim of the study was to increase
understanding about how thinking and attitudes may be related to young students’
playing sports, particularly among girls, and provide insight into how to effectively
sustain athletic participation.
The present study focused on English-speaking students enrolled in elementary
and middle schools in Pennsylvania and New Jersey. The study included girls and boys
in second through eighth grades and used standardized questionnaires. This survey
research required students to complete the Self-Perception Profile for Children,
Dysfunctional Attitudes Scale for Children, and questionnaires inquiring about sports
participation and demographic information.
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Chapter 1

Introduction
Statement of the problem.

Despite growing participation among girls in team and competitive sports since
the 1970s with the passage of legislation prohibiting gender discrimination in athletic
programs, many girls do not continue participating in sports as they increase in age
(Taylor, Blair, Cummings, Wun, & Malina, 1999). Compared to boys, girls tend to start
later, quit sooner, and participate less often in sports (U.S. DHHS, 2000). This is
especially true for minorities and girls from low-income backgrounds (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 1997; Kimm, Glynn, Kriska, & Barton, 2002;
National Women’s Law Center (NWLC), 2010; Taylor et al., 1999). Additionally, many
girls are not meeting the recommended daily standard for regular physical activity (CDC,
2004; U.S. DHHS, 2000). The lack of physical activity, particularly among minority
groups, results in obesity and various other chronic conditions (CDC, 1997; CDC, 2004;
Palmer & Jaworski, 2004).
There are a myriad of advantages for girls participating in sports. Significant
physical health benefits are gained by being physically active and by participating in
sports (Alfano, Klesges, Murray, Beech, & McClanahan, 2002; Barnett, O’Loughlin, &
Paradis, 2002; Perkins, Jacobs, Barber, & Eccles, 2004; Weintraub, et al., 2008). In
addition to the physical advantages of sports participation, girls are helped emotionally
and interpersonally (CDC, 1997; Ginsburg, Durant, & Baltzell, 2006). In particular, girls
who participate in sports benefit in the areas of self-competence and self-esteem
compared to boys (Gilbert, 2001; Kientzler, 1999; Malina & Cumming, 2003; Seefeldt &
Ewing, 1997). Girls who participate in athletics are less likely to use illegal substances,
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smoke cigarettes, be sexually promiscuous, become pregnant, engage in criminal activity,
be expelled or fail out of school (CDC, 1997; NWLC, 2010). Moreover, girls who
participate in athletics are more likely to have better grades, go to college, have increased
disciplined and assertive behavior, and demonstrate more leadership skills (Eccles &
Barber, 1999; Larson, 2000; Fox, Barr-Anderson, Neumark-Sztainer, & Wall, 2010;
Ginsburg et al., 2006; Troutman & Dufur, 2007).
Unfortunately, girls’ participation in sports declines as they increase in age and
grade (Barnett et al., 2002; CDC, 2004; Kimm et al., 2002; Taylor et al., 1999; U.S.
DHHS, 2000), and there are numerous barriers to girls’ participation in sports. Some
known barriers include scarcity of athletic equipment or play areas in the community
(Women’s Sports Foundation (WSF), 2008), poverty (Dobie, 2000; Troutman & Dufur,
2007), obesity (Deforche, Bourdeaudhuji, & Tanghe, 2006; Zabinski, Saelens, Stein,
Hayden-Wade, & Wilfley, 2003), and an absence of parental involvement (Bois,
Sarrazin, Brustad, Trouilloud, & Cury, 2005; Brustad, 1993; Davison, Cutting, & Birch,
2003; Dixon, Warner, & Bruening, 2008; McGuire, Hannan, Neumark-Sztainer,
Cossrow, & Story, 2002). Lack of time, access to convenient facilities, and safe
environments in which to be active are also identified as common barriers to physical
activity (Kipke, et al., 2007; Lumeng, Appugliese, Cabral, Bradley, & Zuckerman, 2006;
WSF, 2008). However, there is a lack of information about the cognitive barriers that
negatively influence girls’ participation in sports. There is a need to understand these
cognitive variables involved in girls’ decision to discontinue participation in sports in
order to gain insight into how to sustain athletic participation.
Purpose of the study.
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The purpose of this study was designed to examine the thinking and attitudes that
may be associated with elementary and middle school girls’ participation in youth sports.
The aim of this study was to determine whether thoughts and attitudes are associated with
girls’ participation in youth sports. This study was intended to advance the research by
increasing understanding of how thoughts and attitudes may be related to girls’ playing
sports.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review
Youth sports in the United States.

Youth sports in the United States take on many different forms. Beyond the
child-initiated play that is controlled by the participants and intended only for fun, there
is also the adult-organized form of youth sports. Adult-organized youth sports are either
publicly or privately funded. Adult-organized youth sports emphasize the rules of the
game, skills, strategy, proper playing positions, and following directions (Woods, 2007).
It is at approximately age 6 that many elementary school children begin participating in
these forms of organized team sports (Ginsburg et al., 2006). However, recent trends
suggest that children as young as 3 to 4 years of age begin participating in youth sports,
with team sport participation peaking at age 11 (Woods, 2007).
Public and private schools are the main providers of organized youth sports in the
United States. Additionally, there are other groups that sponsor youth sports. For
example, public community organizations, such as the YMCA and YWCA, parks
programs, summer camps, and local business-sponsored youth leagues are often youth
sports providers. In addition, there are nonprofit sport organizations, such as Little
League, United States Tennis Association, Pop Warner football, Youth Soccer, and the
Amateur Athletic Union, that support youth sports. Commercial sport clubs, sport
academies, or other varieties of elite programs are examples of sponsored sports for
youth, as well.
These various forms of adult-organized sports for youth provided outside of the
school system vary in competitive intensity and financial cost. The best and most
talented youth sport teams generally are expensive and require extensive travel. Youth
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from less affluent backgrounds often are unable to participate because of high costs or
require financial aid to participate in expensive sports for elite young athletes (Woods,
2007). The high costs to participate in youth sports make it difficult for children without
financial support to participate on top sport teams.
Youth sports have evolved into a typical child care activity scheduled for youth,
with the purpose of the athletic experience being to increase exercise, physical skill, and
socialization with peers (Messner, 2009; Woods, 2007). Many caregivers today with
resources and access to organized youth sports make a concerted effort to schedule
athletics. Moreover, with more mothers working outside of the home, increasing from
40% of mothers in the 1970s to 66% in 2004 (United States Census, 2005), after school
child care became a necessity. Sports provide children with adult supervision, exercise,
and the opportunity to become a great athlete (Woods, 2007). Essentially, organized
youth sports became a safer alternative for youth to playing unsupervised in the
community.
Presently, youth sports have become an expensive endeavor for elite young
athletes who are specializing in competitive sports. Youth from less privileged
circumstances find that traveling teams, sport camps, coaching, and sport academies are
financially unfeasible (Cary, 2004). Consequently, youth who are unable to afford to
participate in organized team sports simply play without adult supervision or coaching
with peers at local playgrounds or parks in their communities. Schools in wealthier
suburban neighborhoods, however, are apt to have better facilities, uniforms, coaches,
and sporting equipment. In addition, wealthier schools are more likely to be organized in
the management of youth sports than schools from lower income neighborhoods.
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Participation in youth sports.
Participation in youth sports has increased in the United States. A comprehensive
survey conducted in 2000 found that of the 48.5 million youth in the United States
between 6 and 17 years of age, 26.2 million played on at least one organized sport team,
with another 10 million playing sports outside an organized team (American Sports Data,
2000). Fifty-four percent of children within that age range participated in youth sports,
with girls’ participation at 11.3 million lagging behind that of boys’ 14.7 million. Eight
years later, another national survey revealed that two thirds of youth in the United States
were participating in at least one organized sport per year, with 2.1 sport teams being the
average (Sabo & Veliz, 2008).
In spite of high levels of participation, involvement in youth sport programs
declines as children age. Some researchers estimate that over 70% of youth drop out of
sports programs before high school (Woods, 2007). Specifically, it is estimated that sport
dropout rates are at approximately 50% for low-income teenage girls (Dobie, 2000).
Research has found that among youth who have never participated in team sports, the
dropout rate is higher for girls (21%) than boys (13%) (Sabo & Veliz, 2008). Moreover,
the prevalence of having played on one or more sport teams among students in grades 9
through 12 is lower among girls than boys, especially among African Americans and
Hispanics compared to Whites (CDC, 2004).
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Trends in youth sports.
In the last several decades, American youth changed their sports preference. In
the past, team sports such as baseball and football were most popular and dominated by
male participants (Woods, 2007). Recently, basketball and soccer have become the
country’s most popular team sports for boys and girls. In 2005, basketball had over 10
million participants (Sporting Goods Manufacturing Association (SGMA), 2005), and
during the 2007 to 2008 school year was the most popular high school girls’ sport
(Knowles, 2010). Track and field and volleyball were also among the most popular
sports in 2008 (Knowles, 2010). The number of soccer participants increased by 11%
since 1995 and had nearly 10 million youth involved in 2005 (SGMA, 2005).
Another trend that has occurred in youth sports is the shift toward extreme sports
in recent decades. Popular extreme sports among American youth include trail running,
mountain biking, wakeboarding, BMX bicycling, mountain climbing, rock climbing,
paintball, roller hockey, boardsailing, and windsurfing. Currently, the most popular
extreme sport is in-line skating, which has more participants than baseball and tackle
football combined (SGMA, 2005). The sport of skateboarding involves 11.5 million
American youth, with participants’ average days of involvement exceeding the average of
youth baseball participation (SGMA, 2005). Among youth 6 to 17 years of age,
participation in baseball, football, and basketball has decreased by approximately 30%
since 1990, while participation in extreme sports like in-line skating, skateboarding, and
snowboarding increased 600% (SGMA, 2005). In essence, while participation in extreme
sport continues to increase, participation in traditional team sport is declining.
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United States Title IX ruling.

In 1972, President Richard Nixon signed into federal law Title IX of the
Educational Amendments to the 1964 Civil Rights Act. This law states in section 1681.
Sex, “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from
participation in, be denied benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any
education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (WSF, 2007). Title
IX applies to public and private institutions that are the recipients of federal funds. This
includes elementary, middle, and high schools, as well as colleges and universities
nationwide. Title IX requires that these institutions do not discriminate on the basis of
gender in policies, practices, or programs.
Nowhere does Title IX contain the words sport or athletics. However, Title IX
applies to sports in the three areas of participation, scholarships, and benefits (WSF,
2007). First, Title IX requires equitable opportunities to participate in sports. The law
does not specify that the sports for males and females be identical. Rather, it requires
only an equal opportunity to play. Second, Title IX requires that student athletes receive
proportional athletic scholarship dollars relative to their participation in their chosen
sport. Lastly, Title IX lists provisions of how male and female students should be treated
equally.
There was strong resistance to Title IX from athletic administrators, who
attempted to make sports an exemption to the new law. Due to this resistance, the federal
government worked for 7 years to determine how Title IX would apply standards and
enforce compliance. In 1979, the finalized regulations went into effect. The law was
initially reversed in the courts and then restored by a Congressional Act to reinstitute the
intended meaning of Title IX to include sports (California Women’s Law Center

9
(CWLC), 2007). Decades of litigation since have led to a body of case law that
consistently upholds principles of gender equality in sports and has made clear the steps
that institutions must take to be in compliance with Title IX.
Recent events have weakened Title IX and the law’s ability to prevent gender
discrimination. In 2003, the Department of Education made a promise to respect the
long-standing policies of Title IX. Additionally, it was clearly stated that no changes
would be made to Title IX without public comment on mandating equal opportunity in
sports. Unfortunately, in 2005, the Department of Education broke this promise under
the administration of President George W. Bush. Title IX was modified without public
comment and made it easier for public and private institutions to offer female athletes
fewer athletic opportunities (CWLC, 2007). Soon after this additional clarification by the
Department of Education was established, the National Collegiate Athletic Association
adopted a resolution urging schools to continue following the original policies of Title IX
and for the Department of Education to rescind its clarification. The Department of
Education in 2010, under the administration of President Barack Obama, reversed the
2005 policy that created a loophole in Title IX and reinstated previous rigorous standards
to be enforced by the Office of Civil Rights.
Effect of Title IX on girls in youth sports.
The impact of Title IX has been a substantial increase in female participation and
involvement in sports. There was a 600% increase in girls’ sports participation between
1972 and 1978, after the passage of Title IX (Kaestner & Xu, 2010). Approximately
300,000 girls participated in sports prior to Title IX, but more than 2.25 million girls were
playing sports in the mid-1990’s (CDC, 1997). In 2008, more than 3 million participated
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in interscholastic high school sports (Knowles, 2010). Among today’s high school
students nationwide, 51% of girls have participated in one or more sports teams (CDC,
2004). It is estimated that female sports participation increased by 450% in colleges and
900% in high schools between 2005 and 2006 to total 2.9 million females (Hodder,
2008).
Youth sports experienced a dramatic change in girls’ participation in sports with
the passage of Title IX. Before Title IX, girls were primarily cheerleaders or participated
in Olympic sports such as swimming, ice skating, and tennis. Since Title IX, there has
been a marked increase in participation in team sports such basketball, softball, field
hockey, lacrosse, and soccer. There are more girls participating in sports than ever before
in American history, but Title IX has not been an advantage for all girls equally
regardless of social class. Research revealed in a national survey of high school sports
participants that Title IX has disproportionately benefited and increased participation for
girls from affluent families (Stevenson, 2007).
Unfortunately, there are many girls who have not benefited from Title IX as
intended, even before the clarification in 2005. In urban schools, tax dollars are not spent
on sports programs. Consequently, inner-city girls often lack sports fields or courts,
athletic equipment, lessons, coaches, and transportation to travel to games because the
schools cannot afford to support girls’ sports (Hoddard, 2008), while in the well-funded
suburban schools, girls play sports at rates nearly equal to boys. For many young girls in
under funded urban schools, particularly minorities and those of lower socioeconomic
status, poverty substantially limits their access to sports (CDC, 1997). Girls in urban
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schools need sports because of the many benefits sports provide, but often have the least
opportunity to participate.
Educational benefit of youth sports.

Athletics are an academic asset in the lives of female athletes. Youth sport
participation is positively related to college attendance and academic accomplishments
for girls (CDC, 1997). Research suggests that girls who participate in sports become
more achievement oriented and more likely to experience academic success (Troutman &
Dufur, 2007). Specifically, girls who play sports perform better than boys in the subjects
of science, math, and engineering (Troutman & Dufur, 2007). Additionally, girls by a
3:1 ratio earn better grades, do not drop out, and have an improved likelihood of
graduating college than boys participating in athletics (NWLC, 2010).
Moreover, the educational benefits extend into high school for female athletes.
Higher grade point averages have been identified in high school girls who are physically
active on sports teams (Fox et al., 2010). According to the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, not only do female high school athletes report higher grades, research
also demonstrates higher standardized test scores, lower dropout rates, and a greater
likelihood to attend college than their nonathletic peers (CDC, 1997). More importantly,
high school sport participation increases the probability of girls’ completing college
(Troutman & Dufur, 2007). Research on the long-term benefits of high school sport
participation for girls’ postsecondary educational attainment concludes that female
athletes are 73% more likely to complete college than nonathletes and that athletics is
positively correlated with attaining a bachelor’s degree (Troutman & Dufur, 2007).
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Social and psychological benefit of youth sports.

Sports programs for youth enhance personal growth and provide valuable learning
experiences that develop social skills (Woods, 2007). Youth sport, considered to be a
wholesome character-building activity to occupy the leisure time of girls and boys,
provides youth with the opportunity to mature and increase social competence (Malina &
Cumming, 2006). Athletics also teach young athletes respect for others, teamwork,
sportsmanship, and how to follow instructions (Ginsburg et al., 2006).
Participants in youth sports develop initiative through their involvement in
organized team athletics. Research suggests that as motivation and attention increase
with age in athletics, youth develop autonomous actions and a capacity for agency in
their lives (Larson, 2000). Furthermore, participation in structured activities such as
youth sports is connected to personal characteristics such as creativity, leadership,
altruism, and civic engagement when the sport participants’ intrinsic motivation and
concentration are high (Larson, 2000).
Along with initiative, youth are building self-confidence through their
participation in organized team sports. Increased self-confidence stems from increased
mastery of skills, positive reinforcement, and accurate praise (Ginsburg et al., 2006). The
value of hard work, sacrifice, and determination are related characteristics that develop
through youth sports (Woods, 2007). Through athletics, youth also cultivate
characteristics such as perseverance, self-control, discipline, competitiveness, selfefficacy, resilience, and assertiveness (Gilbert, 2001; Ginsburg et al., 2006; Seefeldt &
Ewing, 1997). Moreover, youth sports participation not only improves confidence, it also
reduces depression (Gilbert, 2001). When compared to other extracurricular activities,
research shows that youth sports are the most beneficial to student athletes because of the
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time-intensive commitment and social network that athletics provides (Troutman &
Dufur, 2007).
Despite the mental and emotional benefits of organized youth sport, it should not
be viewed as the panacea for the problems children face in our society (Messner, 2009).
Sport participation alone does not build good character in youth. Nonetheless, research
has shown sports to be an effective deterrent to negative behavior, especially among
youth from low-income backgrounds (Seefeldt & Ewing, 1997). It is the positive
relationships and experiences with teammates, coaches, and involved parents that instill
life lessons and develop the character of young participants in sports (President’s Council
on Physical Fitness and Sports, 2006). The adults teach youth how to control emotions
and behaviors after winning and losing in sports. Furthermore, young athletes involved
in organized team sports are given the opportunity to face challenges and thus learn about
themselves and others. The development of good character and morals that sports can
foster supports youth in growth socially, emotionally, and mentally (Malina & Cumming,
2006).
Girls specifically have been found to benefit from youth sports interpersonally
and psychologically. For example, youth sports improve girls’ self-confidence and
ability to regulate emotions and handle stressful situations (Kientzler, 1999). According
to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, organized youth sports is a natural and
cost-effective intervention that enhances the mental health of adolescent girls (CDC,
1997). The CDC study Physical Activity and Sport in the Lives of Girls (CDC, 1997)
found that youth sports improve self-esteem, positive feelings about body image, and
self-confidence. Involvement in youth sports is a mood enhancer that reduces symptoms
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of depression, anxiety, and stress in girls. The CDC study also found that youth sport
improves girls’ self-confidence through the tangible experience of physical competency
and success, as well as social opportunities and the experience of fun that athletics
provides.
The social and psychological benefits of organized sports continue as youth
mature. High school students administered the Youth Experiences Survey reported that
sports were an experience that provided emotional development (Hansen, Larson, &
Dwarkin, 2003). According to the Juvenile Wellness and Health Inventory, high school
student athletes reported organized sports to be a significant positive experience that
provided mental health benefits (Steiner, McQuivey, Pavelski, Pitts, & Kraemer, 2000).
High school athletes are more likely to describe themselves as highly popular, and
experience higher self-esteem and be less likely to suffer from depression (NWLC,
2010). Additionally, high school athletes are 29% less likely to smoke than nonathletes
and are overall less likely to smoke cigarettes or use drugs (NWLC, 2010). Sexual
activity and pregnancy rates are also lower among adolescent female athletes, regardless
of race (NWLC, 2010).
Research also confirms that team sports protect against depressed mood
associated with poor school performance among girls (Gore, Farrell, & Gordon, 2001).
Female high school students with low grade point averages benefit from sports
participation independent of the protective factors of parental and peer support. Since
sports are a skill-related activity, youth who do not excel academically can still achieve a
sense of mastery through athletics. Reaching personal goals and aspirations associated
with sports can bolster self-esteem in female student athletes. Furthermore, sports
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involvement can reduce rumination and stress reactivity among girls (Gore et al., 2001).
Altogether, youth sports promote excellence in all areas of social life, as evidenced by the
positive impact upon emotional and behavioral health.
Physical health benefit of youth sports.

Youth who participate in sports benefit from improved physical health (Gilbert,
2001; Ginsburg et al., 2006). Sports participation increases physical fitness and enhances
physical maturation and growth (Malina & Cumming, 2003; Seefeldt & Ewing, 1997).
Participants in youth sports master new physical skills, increase physical competence,
and become physically fit. Research clearly indicates that children who play team sports
tend to be more physically fit than their uninvolved peers and have greater involvement
in physical activity over time (Alfano et al., 2002; Barnett et al., 2002; Weintraub et al.,
2002).
Youth sports participation is also responsible for promoting a healthy lifestyle
(Seefeldt & Ewing, 1997). Research indicates that organized sports participation in
childhood is a significant predictor of young adults’ participation in sports and physical
fitness (Perkins et al., 2004). The regular exercise that sports provide is positively related
to fitness and inversely related to a variety of health conditions. For example, research
recently found that team sports such as soccer were effective for weight control for lowincome children (Weintraub et al., 2002).
Unfortunately, many youth decrease in participation or drop out of sports by
adolescence (Perkins et al., 2004; Taylor et al., 1999). This is especially true for girls,
particularly among minorities and low-income groups (CDC, 1997). As youth
discontinue participation in sports, they also cease to gain the physical health benefits that
sports provide. For example, sports participation decreases girls’ likelihood of
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developing heart disease, osteoporosis, breast cancer, and obesity (CDC, 1997; NWLC,
2010).
Therefore, girls should be encouraged to get involved in sports at an early age and
continue participating to promote a lifetime of physical activity because of the many
health benefits (Gore et al., 2001; Steiner et al., 2000). An investigation of whether youth
sports participation was related to adult obesity, physical activity, and dietary intake
revealed that girls’ participation in sports lays the foundation for adult health behaviors
and outcomes (Alfano et al., 2002). Specifically, a history of sport participation as a girl
predicted lower adult body mass index and higher physical activity levels in both Blacks
and Whites. Early involvement in sports is clearly connected to ongoing health choices
and outcomes in adulthood.
Impact on physical activity.
The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (U.S. DHHS, 2000)
concluded in its official health assessment of the United States that physical activity and
fitness improves overall well-being in individuals. The department specifies the health
benefits of improved cardiovascular, blood pressure, and weight management resulting
from a healthy active lifestyle. A lifestyle that includes physical activity if adopted early
in life may continue into adulthood. Conversely, youth who are less physically active are
prone to continue inactivity into adulthood. Research supports this trend that even among
children ages 3 to 4, less active girls and boys tend to remain less active as they grow up
(U.S. DHHS, 2000).
Data from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Healthy People
2010 report identify disparities in leisure time physical activity. Physical inactivity is
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more frequent among women than men, African Americans and Hispanics than
Caucasians, and older adults than younger people and among less affluent and persons of
lower socioeconomic status. Age and affluence are the greatest determinants of activity
levels, with the younger and more affluent more likely to exercise (U.S. DHHS, 2000).
For youth, approximately 30% of students aged 12 to 17 years are not getting the
appropriate amount of exercise (CDC, 2004). Many young girls are either sedentary or
only meeting the minimum standards for physical activity recommended by the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention. For example, 68% of White girls and 89% of Black
girls are physically inactive by the age of 19 (CDC, 1997). Moreover, girls are also less
likely to participate in team sports than boys (U.S. DHHS, 2000). Girls experience a
greater physical activity decrease at ages 9 to 10 (CDC, 1997) with 7th to 12th grade girls
being markedly more sedentary than boys (Mota & Esculcas, 2002). The lowest physical
activity levels are among African American and Latina girls (Taylor et al., 1999), with
the greatest decline in physical activity during adolescence occurring among African
American girls (Kimm et al., 2002).
Whether it is recreational, physical education class, or an after-school program,
girls need sports for all of the benefits they provide and to counteract the pattern of
physical activity decline during adolescence as age and grade increase. For instance in
1996, physical activity among high school girls declined from 61% in ninth grade to only
41% in 12th grades (U.S. DHHS, 1996). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(1997) state that physical activity can reduce a girls’ risk for obesity and high cholesterol,
which lowers the risk for adult onset coronary heart disease. Regular physical activity
also builds greater bone mass, thus reducing the adult risk for osteoporosis. A physically
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active lifestyle is even an effective tool for reducing stress and depression among
adolescent girls.
Unfortunately, many girls are lacking these health benefits due to nonparticipation
in sports or other forms of regular physical activity (Tergerson & King, 2002). Boys are
significantly more physically active than girls, with Black girls markedly less active in
sports than their White peers or girls of higher socioeconomic status (Woodfield, Duncan,
Al-Nakeeb, Neveill, & Jenkins, 2002). The highest levels of physical inactivity are in
populations of low-income, ethnic minorities, particularly among Black females (Palmer
& Jaworski, 2004). Especially in inner-city elementary schools, there is a significant lack
of physical activity among girls that is alarming because of the concern that they will
eventually become completely inactive physically (Barnett et al., 2002).
Childhood participation levels in athletics are predictive of adult levels of
participation (Barnett et al., 2002; Thompson, Humbert, & Mirwald, 2003). Patterns of
less physical activity tend to continue from youth to adulthood and influence adult weight
status. For instance, female weight status during adolescence is typical of adult weight
status (Matton et al., 2006). Consequently, being an overweight child or adolescent who
is physically inactive usually leads to becoming an overweight adult who is uninvolved in
physical activities. Due to the historical patterns of inactivity as predictors of future
inactivity, it is important to promote physical activity in youth (Tergerson & King, 2002)
through increased participation in sports teams (Barnett et al., 2002).
Why youth play sports.

The number one reason youth play sports is to have fun (Gilbert, 2001; Ginsburg
et al., 2006; Kientzler, 1999; Woods, 2007). Youth describe fun in sports as time spent
with friends, excitement of competition, learning new skills, exercising, and enjoying the
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challenge of the game (Woods, 2007). Through organized team sports, youth are given
the opportunity to become physically fit and to make friends. The friendships developed
on a team can be both reinforcing and encouraging, thus producing enthusiasm to
continue playing (Kernan & Greenfield, 2005; Woods, 2007). Furthermore, simply being
a part of team and demonstrating skills in front of friends and family can be fun and
highly motivating for youth (Weintraub et al., 2008).
Girls aged 6 to 10 years are developing competencies, exploring interests, and
making friends (Ginsburg et al., 2006). Organized sports activities can be an important
part of that development, as well as an important component of total weekly activity
(Mota & Esculcas, 2002). In order for organized sports to favorably influence girls’
academic success, as well as their physical and psychological health, it must be both a
satisfying and positive experience (Gilbert, 2001). Research conducted by the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention on girls’ participation in sports found that girls
participate in sports to have fun and socialize (CDC, 1997). Additionally, a satisfying
and positive experience is described by girls as one in which they get in shape and
improve skills.
Ensuring that youth have fun in sports is important to their continuation and
persistence in athletics. Youth who have fun will play longer and harder and be more
productive (Ginsburg et al., 2006). Among Hispanic and African American girls, a
population with the least persistence and involvement in sports, they specify fun and
social support as key components of participation in organized team sports (Taylor et al.,
1999). African American girls, in particular, are likely to participate in sports if given
support from a friend (Bungum & Vincent, 1997). Hence, the motive of girls to have fun
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and socialize while playing sports must be validated and respected (CDC, 1997).
Competitive reasons are not the sole inspiration to participate in athletics. Rather, it is
the experience of enjoyment and friendships that is an attractive incentive for girls to play
sports.
Barriers to participation in youth sports.

The reasons youth do not participate in athletics are much more varied and
complicated than their reasons to play sports. Socioeconomic status and parental
involvement are major external influences to youth participation in sport (Haas et al.,
2003). In addition, the self-perceived physical competency of the child and their level of
enjoyment in sport are associated with their likelihood to continue playing sports (Bois et
al., 2005). Research on the reasons why youth drop out of sport indicates the most
common reason for withdrawal was a lack of enjoyment (Butcher, Linder, & Johns,
2002). The other main reason for dropping out of sports was low self-perceived physical
competency.
Poverty substantially limits girls’ access to physical activity and organized team
sports (CDC, 1997). This is especially true for girls of color, who are overrepresented in
lower socioeconomic groups (U.S. DHHS, 2000). Children from low socioeconomic
backgrounds tend to use accessible and relatively inexpensive forms of youth sports, such
as interscholastic team sports (President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports, 2005).
Elementary school children in low-income areas also need physical education classes and
the use of school grounds for after school programs to provide opportunities for greater
fitness (Madsen, Gosliner, Woodward-Lopez, & Crawford, 2009). Children from higher
socioeconomic backgrounds have the highest rates of sport participation, using available
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financial resources to participate in interscholastic team sports, as well as Olympic sports
or athletic activities provided at sports clubs (Woods, 2007).
Girls from impoverished backgrounds face unique obstacles to participating in
sports, such as issues of neighborhood safety. Children who live in these urban settings
perceive more neighborhood hazards (Romero et al., 2001). The fear of violence and
crime makes a significant difference in children’s physical activity levels and their
weight. Children who perceived their neighborhoods to be unsafe were less likely to
participate in athletics in their community and more inclined to be obese (Lumeng et al.,
2006). Spending the majority of time in the home due to neighborhood safety promotes a
sedentary lifestyle in which children are more inclined to watch television, play video
games, or sit in front of computers (SGMA, 2000). Children who watch 5 or more hours
of television a day are 5 times more likely to be overweight than children who watch up
to 2 hours per day (Woods, 2007). Among American children, African American girls
watch the most television (Sallis, Zakarian, Hovell, & Hofstetter, 1995).
Research has also shown that girls of lower socioeconomic status have the highest
level of inactivity (CDC, 1997). African American females are the most sedentary group
of ethnic minorities (Palmer & Jaworski, 2004) and expend the least amount of physical
energy each day (Woodfield et al., 2002). In addition, sport dropout rates are well over
50% for teenage girls from low socioeconomic levels (Dobie, 2000). Caucasian girls
who reside in suburban or rural communities of higher socioeconomic status living with
both parents are more likely to participate in sports than Hispanic and African American
girls (Troutman & Dufur, 2007). Research indicates that the main influences on
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participation for youth of low socioeconomic status are environmental, transportation,
cost, facilities, and safety (Humbert, et al., 2006).
Inner cities have fewer recreational outlets for children than rural or suburban
areas (Kipke et al., 2007). There are fewer sports opportunities for children living in the
inner city, in part because of the limited access to athletic courts and playing fields in
their neighborhoods. For example, many urban communities do not have parks,
swimming pools, bike paths, or even adequate sidewalks for the public to use for physical
activity. In addition to the limited options for exercise, these same inner city
neighborhoods also lack grocery stores with fresh fruits and vegetables (Kipke et al.,
2007). Unfortunately, the lack of recreational outlets and healthy food options
contributes to many girls in urban cities being overweight and unhealthy (WSF, 2008).
Being overweight, as 30% of American children are, is a barrier to participation in
sports (Kipke et al., 2007). Research shows that overweight children perceive more
obstacles to physical activity than normal weight children (Deforche et al., 2006).
African American and Hispanic children have a greater likelihood of being overweight
than Caucasian children (Haas et al., 2003), and African American girls are most likely to
gain weight in adolescence (Alfano et al., 2002). The psychosocial and physical health
problems associated with obesity hinder not only athletic participation, but also increase
the risk of becoming an overweight adult. With 80% of overweight children becoming
obese adults (DeBate, Zhang, & Thompson, 2007), it is important to note that currently
66% of African American and 47% of Caucasian women are overweight (Alfano, et al.,
2002).
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To combat the trend of obesity and sedentary lifestyles, many researchers propose
that physical education classes take on a greater role in expanding the number of children
involved in physical activity. Children from higher socioeconomic status have more
frequent physical education classes and spend more time in vigorous activity while in
physical education class (Sallis et al., 1995). Children from lower socioeconomic status
experience reduced recess time, lower physical education requirements, and often no
physical education class at all (Taylor, et al., 1999; Woods, 2007). Many African
American and Latina adolescent girls describe physical education class as a negative
experience, specifying a lack of opportunity to participate and concerns about their
appearance after physical activity as major complaints (Taylor et al., 1999). Moreover,
some research suggests that the physical education curriculum does not promote active
lifestyles and can actually serve as an exercise deterrent for adolescent girls (Nahas,
Goldfine, & Collins, 2003).
Physical activities need to be more fun and attractive for youth (Deforche et al.,
2006). It is important for girls to develop positive attitudes about physical activity, learn
the value of athletics, and be motivated to sustain participation in physical activity. Girls,
for example, who do not participate in regular physical activity, have much less
knowledge about the benefits of sports than their regularly active peers (Kientzler, 1999).
Physical education classes, which are designed to initiate physical activity in youth, are
not sufficiently promoting the benefits of team sports or addressing the issue of
sustainability in physical activity among girls (DeBate et al., 2007). The lack of
involvement in physical activity among today’s youth has engendered a great need for
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more community outreach programs to promote positive attitudes toward exercise and
better understanding of the benefits of an active lifestyle involving sports.
Parental influence and physical competency.
A favorable parental attitude toward sports positively influences participation in
athletics (Woods, 2007). Parental role modeling of a physically active lifestyle has a
direct effect on children’s participation in physical activity (Bois et al., 2005). For
example, parents who participate in regular physical activity are more likely to have
daughters who are active physically (Kientzler, 1999). According to Brustad (1993), the
reason for this strong parental influence is that the family is a major socializing agent in a
child’s physical activity level, influencing the degree to which they are attracted to sports.
Parents have the most direct influence in socializing girls into sports because children
tend to behave in line with parental beliefs and behaviors (Dixon et al., 2008).
The positive contribution that mothers and fathers can have to the physical
activity level of youth includes various types of support. First, transportation was found
to be an important practical necessity for fourth and fifth graders (Sallis, Alcaraz,
McKenzie, Melbourne, & Hovell, 1999). Transportation is especially key because
minimally active girls are not looking outside of the home for outlets to exercise or
participate in sports (Dunton, Jamner, & Cooper, 2003). Though overall support from
either parent is recommended, research suggests that logistical support, such as
transportation, has the highest influence on girls when done by mothers, whereas direct
encouragement and explicit modeling from fathers was the highest influence on girls’
participation in sports (Davison, Cutting, & Birch, 2003).
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Parental support is a key determinant of the adoption and maintenance of physical
activity (Davison, Downs, & Birch, 2006). Sustainability of girls’ participation in sports
requires ongoing support and encouragement from both mothers and fathers, regardless
of race and ethnicity (McGuire et al., 2002). However, some research concludes that
parental and youth activity levels are unrelated as children age (Davison, 2004) and that
verbal encouragement alone does not have a strong effect on girls’ participation
(Kientzler, 1999). Once youth reach adolescence, parents no longer need to model
physical activity (Davison, 2004), nor are parental activity levels related to their
children’s physical activity (McGuire et al., 2002). This is due to the fact that parental
influence wanes as young girls become teenagers and peers become the most important
social influence in their lives (Dixon et al., 2008). The social process of involving youth
in sports also includes the influence of siblings, extended family members, friends, and
other significant others (Wold & Anderssen, 1992).
Parental beliefs about a child’s competence level also influence participation in
youth sports. When a parent believes in the child’s physical ability, he or she is more
likely to engage in physical activity and have increased levels of self-perceived
competency (Bois et al., 2005). Other research suggests that the child who is physically
competent who will engender from parents a positive belief system in his or her physical
competency that increases participation in youth sports (Davison et al., 2006). Physical
competency is a motivating factor for youth to participate in sports, whether the
perception of physical competency originates from the child or from parents. This is
especially important for elementary school girls, who have less confidence and selfperceived competency in their physical abilities than boys (Brustad, 1993).
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Confidence and self-perceived competency in physical abilities is a key deciding
factor in children’s participation in sports. A lack of physical ability is another reason
children discontinue playing sports (Butcher et al., 2002). Girls and boys who are not
performing well physically in sports will become discouraged and most likely stop
participating in athletics (Gilbert, 2001). Research suggests that by the age of 12,
children have evaluated whether or not the experience of participating in sports is fun and
have compared their physical competency to that of their peers (Gould, 1993). A lack of
physical competency in sports can lead to frustration, defeat, and a decline in self-esteem
among girls (Schaffer & Wittes, 2006).
Particularly as a girl ages and advances in grade level, the pressure to perform
well and meet expectations increases significantly. Additionally, sport-specific skills
become more important for organized team sports that require tryouts. In addition to the
stress associated with trying to make the team, parental pressures and expectations impact
children’s enjoyment and participation in youth sports. For instance, being forced to
exercise during childhood actually decreases the likelihood of continued participation in
adulthood (Taylor et al., 1999). The lack of autonomy among youth, or selfdetermination, to decide independently to play sports is associated with higher
susceptibility of feeling emotionally and physically exhausted from their athletic
investment (Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2008). Parental perception of the amount of
pressure they put on children is consistently lower than what is reported by their children
(Kanters, Bocarro, & Casper, 2008). In other words, parents do not recognize the lack of
control youth feel over their lives or the stress and possible burnout they are causing in
their child athletes (Coakley, 1992).
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Burnout is a natural reaction to chronic stress in young athletes that describes a
physical and mental collapse caused by impossible pressures and expectations (Woods,
2007). Adults’ lack of understanding of the emotional needs of children who participate
in sports can do real harm and lead to burnout (Woods, 2007) that impairs youth from
enjoying sports. Examples of common precipitants to burnout among young athletes are
overemphasis on winning by coaches and parents, premature overspecialization in one
sport, and performance anxiety because of a fear of disappointing family or teammates
(Woods, 2007). A child’s future athletic success cannot be predicted before age 12
(Ginsburg et al., 2006). Nevertheless, the goal of playing sports in college or
professionally is emphasized among young athletes, including among girls whose
collegiate and professional opportunities are limited in comparison to boys. Particularly
when only 5% of high school athletes progress from high school to college sports, and
only 3% of college athletes enter the professional ranks, the goal of athletic fame and
stardom is often unattainable (National Collegiate Athletic Association, 2003). Coaches
can buffer the stress of sports performance by helping young athletes to develop realistic,
specific, and measurable goals (Gilbert, Gilbert, & Morawski, 2007). Decreasing
unrealistic expectations will lower the risk of a negative sports experience and the
likelihood of reduced athletic participation in the future.
Elementary school is a pivotal time for children to become involved in athletics.
Before age 13, 9 of 10 children will play in an organized sports league (Ginsburg et al.,
2006). It is important during this foundational period that youth be exposed to enjoyable
sports experiences and developmentally appropriate training that will develop physical
competency (Ginsburg et al., 2006). Developing competency is key for children between
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the ages of 6 and 10 who are beginning to recognize the differences in skills and abilities
among their peer group. Elementary school children compare themselves to peers to
gauge their own competency level and thereby make an assessment of their own skills
and worth (Sigelman & Rider, 2006). In addition to growth spurts and physical
development, children are also engaging in the developmental tasks of friendships,
academics, and play (Ginsburg et al., 2006). Discovering interests, building selfconfidence, and learning emotional control are essential skills that girls and boys in this
age group are acquiring (Woods, 2007). Fortunately, organized team sports provide
children the opportunity to develop and flourish in all these of these areas.
Impact of thoughts and attitudes on youth sport participation.

Elementary school aged children do not exhibit the sophisticated level of thinking
to make a balanced judgment about their negative experiences in sports or poor sports
performances (Ginsburg et al., 2006). They tend to make sweeping generalizations about
their physical competency, sports-related skills, and personal worth. Children are
developing psychologically, socially, and emotionally (Sigelman & Rider, 2006).
Therefore, they are sometimes unable to identify current thoughts or discriminate specific
emotional states and often struggle to recall feelings about events (Rienecke et al., 1996).
Consequently, they are prone to making these errors in judgment, which may lead to
negative attitudes, emotional distress, lower self-esteem, and a diminished desire to
continue participating in youth sports.
Unfortunately, a consistently negative view of self, others, and one’s future can
become pervasive, impacting major areas of a person’s life (Beck, 1995). These errors in
thinking are dysfunctional thoughts that do not serve a person well (Beck, 1995).
Usually, these thoughts are unrealistic assessments and exaggerations of what is really
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true about a situation or person. For instance, a pattern of negative athletic experiences
may result in a young girl coming to the erroneous conclusion that all sports or physical
activities are not worthwhile (Ginsburg et al., 2006). Or worse, she may come to the
conclusion that she is a failure, which could possibly lead to life-long sense of inferiority
in athletic endeavors (Ginsburg et al, 2006).
Children are positively and negatively influenced by their underlying beliefs and
attitudes, as are adults. For example, after a negative event, individuals with errors in
thinking are likely to show increases in depressed mood, which is intensified by
negativity about their future (Abela & D’Alessandro, 2002). Misattributions about the
meaning or cause of events will affect how children feel and think about themselves
(Rienecke et al., 1996). Errors in thinking may also influence children’s self-perceived
physical competency and decision to participate in athletics.
It is imperative for all individuals involved in girls’ sports experiences to be
aware of the psychological consequences that a bad experience in sport may have on the
psyche. A girl could possibly end her involvement in youth sports having had fun and
feeling better about her physical competency. The opposite is true as well. A girl may
leave her sport experience feeling and thinking negatively about not only herself and
sports, but also physical activity in general (CDC, 1997). Unknowing coaches and
parents could possibly be creating a physical fitness trajectory that does not include
sports or any other moderate to vigorous physical activity because the sporting
environment was not positive or supportive (Bois et al., 2005).
The fact is, girls who do not become involved and stay involved in sports or other
forms of physical activity are less likely to play sports or be physically active as adults
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(Alfano et al., 2002; CDC, 1997; Gore et al., 2001; Perkins et al., 2004; Steiner et al.,
2000; Taylor et al., 1999). Therefore, the possible thoughts and attitudes associated with
sports participation should be closely examined. Individuals involved in youth sports
with girls need to be aware that they are major influences on girls’ fitness trajectory.
This trajectory may either be a path of further athletic participation or discouragement
and the adoption of a sedentary lifestyle without physical activity or sports (Dixon et al.,
2008). Just as importantly, girls can possibly adopt a negative view of self that may
persist. That negative view may be specific to physical competency or may be more
generalized and impact their beliefs about themselves, others, and youth sports.
Research questions.

1.

Are there differences between girls’ and boys’ mean levels of enjoyment playing
sports?

2.

Are there differences between girls’ and boys’ mean levels of how many years
they have played sports?

3.

Are there differences between girls’ and boys’ mean levels of self-perceived
competency and dysfunctional attitudes?

4.

Is there a relationship between how much girls enjoy playing sports and their selfperceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes?

5.

Is there a relationship between how much boys enjoy playing sports and their selfperceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes?

6.

Is there a relationship between how many years girls have played sports and their
self-perceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes?

7.

Is there a relationship between how many years boys have played sports and their
self-perceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes?
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8.

Are there interactions between gender and participation in sports and mean levels
of enjoyment of playing sport and years playing sports?

9.

Are there interactions between gender and participation in team sports and mean
levels of enjoyment playing sport and years playing sports?

10.

Are there interactions between gender and participation in sports and mean levels
of self-perceived competence and dysfunctional attitudes?

11.

Are there interactions between gender and participation in team sports and mean
levels of self-perceived competence and dysfunctional attitudes?
Statement of the hypotheses.

It was hypothesized that elementary and middle school girls who participate in
sports would develop certain thoughts and attitudes about themselves and sports based
upon their experience in youth sports and self-perceived physical competency. It was
hypothesized that girls’ experience in sports and self-perceived physical competency that
would be predictive of their likelihood to participate in sports in the future.
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Chapter 3

Methods
The current study was designed to examine the thinking and attitudes that may
have been associated with elementary and middle school students participation in youth
sports. This was a survey study that used questionnaires to obtain research data. More
specifically, previous experience in sports, self-perceived athletic competency, and
attitudes were measured.
Participants.

The participants for this study were English-speaking students in second through
eighth grade from participating Pennsylvania and New Jersey elementary and middle
schools.
Inclusion and exclusion criteria.
The inclusion criteria for this study were the following: students enrolled in
elementary or middle school in grades 2 through 8 whose primary language was English.
Students were excluded from the study if they were not in second through eighth grade or
if their primary language was not English.
Recruitment.
The investigator contacted elementary and middle schools in Pennsylvania and
New Jersey to obtain permission to conduct the study. Once permission was received
from the director or principal, then information and consent forms explaining the purpose
of the study were sent home to parents. They were given 3 weeks to decide whether they
wanted to give permission for their child to participate. Those whose parents returned the
consent form within this period of 3 weeks were invited to participate. No follow-up
contact was made to those parents and children who did not return the consent form.
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Measures.

Self-Perception Profile for Children.
The Self-Perception Profile for Children (SPPC) is a 36-item self-report scale that
assesses perceived competence in children (Harter, 1985). This instrument was created
by Harter (1982) and originally called the Perceived Competence Scale for Children. It
was revised in 1985 and lengthened from 26 items to become a 36-item multidimensional
self-report instrument (Shevlin, Adamson, & Collins, 2003). The SPPC was also
expanded from three specific competence domains to five domain-specific subscales,
each consisting of six items (Shevlin et al., 2003). The five subscales that comprise the
SPPC are scholastic competence, social acceptance, athletic competence, physical
appearance, and behavioral conduct. The SPPC also consists of one global measure of
self-worth. It has been established psychometrically for administration as a reliable and
valid measure of perceived competency in children, with a coefficient alpha of .73
(Shevlin et al., 2003).
Dysfunctional Attitudes Scale for Children.
The Dysfunctional Attitudes Scale for Children (DAS–C ) is an adaptation and
extension of the Dysfunctional Attitudes Scale created by Weissman and Beck in 1978
(D’Alessandro & Burton, 2006). The Dysfunctional Attitudes Scale was originally
created to investigate Beck’s cognitive diathesis-stress theory of depression in adults
(Weissman, 1979; Weissman & Beck, 1978). The DAS–C is a 22-item self-report
instrument designed for children that was created in 2006 (D’Alessandro & Burton,
2006). It measures children’s dysfunctional attitudes and negative thinking on a 6-point
rating scale. It has been established psychometrically for administration to children as a
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reliable and valid measure, with a coefficient alpha of .85 (D’Alessandro & Burton,
2006).
Sports and demographics questionnaire.
The Sports and Demographics Questionnaire is a self-report measure designed by
the investigator for the purposes of this study to obtain specific information about
students’ sports participation and identifying characteristics. It consisted of questions
about having ever played sports in general or team sports specifically, whether they
currently are participating, to estimate the total years they have played sports, and to rate
their level of enjoyment using a Likert scale. It also asked students to indicate which
sports they have played and to rate how often they typically participate. The
demographic questions included gender, age, ethnicity, grade, school, and languages
spoken. The students were also asked whether they lived in a two-parent household.
Procedure.

The elementary schools were contacted in person, by telephone, or through
written correspondence. Once permission was received from the principal or director of
the school, the inclusion and exclusion criteria of this study were used to determine
students’ eligibility. Parents of eligible students were sent a parental consent form. This
was reviewed and signed by each students’ parent, legal guardian, or other legal
representative for the child to participate in this study. A total of 3 weeks were allotted to
decide whether to allow the child to participate in this study. The parental consent forms
were collected from the schools by the investigator and transported in an opaque
envelope to a locked file cabinet. No follow-up contact was made to those parents and
children who did not return the consent form within 3 weeks. Those whose parent or
guardian returned the consent form within 3 weeks were asked to participate in the study.
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A convenient time and date was scheduled with teachers and students to
administer the questionnaires in groups or to meet with students individually to complete
the measures somewhere in the school. On the agreed upon date and time, the students
first reviewed and signed an assent form before completing the questionnaires. These
questionnaires were coded by participant identification numbers in lieu of names. The
administration of the questionnaires at the school was conducted away from other
classmates who were not participating in the study. This was done by moving to a
separate section of the classroom or using the library or other classroom. The students
were provided pencils to complete the measures and seated at a desk or table.
Instructions were given to the students, and any student questions were answered before
beginning.
Upon completion of all the questionnaires, they were placed in an opaque
envelope to be transported to a locked file cabinet for storage. The master list of
identification numbers and assent forms was also transported in opaque envelopes and
stored in the same location. All identifying documents were destroyed at the conclusion
of the study.
Scoring.
The data from the individual assessments were entered into the Statistical
Program for the Sciences (SPSS) for analysis. Through this program descriptive statistics
and Pearson correlations were computed, as were analysis of variance (ANOVA) and
univariate analysis of variance.
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Chapter 4

Results
A total of 84 English-speaking youth enrolled in elementary and middle schools
completed this survey study. The sample consisted of 41 girls and 43 boys in grades 2
through 8, ranging from 6 to 14 years old. The youth were from 29 schools in urban and
suburban Pennsylvania and New Jersey. The sample was comprised of 36 African
Americans and 38 Caucasians, with three fourths of the children living at home with both
parents.
The majority of youth surveyed experienced playing sports, with a total of 82 of
the 84 girls and boys having participated in athletics. Seventy-three children were
currently participating in sports, while two children reported having no prior experience
playing sports. Though 98% played sports, 13% of girls and boys who no longer
participated. Sixty-eight girls and boys played on a sports team, comprising 81% of the
sample. Sixty-six percent of youth currently played on a sports team. However, 19%
never played on a sports team, and 34% currently were not participating on a sports team
anymore.
Table 1 shows the gender, grade level, spoken language, ethnicity, and whether
the participant lived with both parents. Table 2 provides data on youth participation in
sports as measured by the sports questionnaire. Table 3 summarizes girls’ and boys’
current participation in sports and team sports.
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Table 1
Participants’ Demographic Variables (N = 84)
_____________________________________
Variable
%
_____________________________________

Gender
Girls

49

Boys

51

Grade
Second

18

Third

32

Fourth

11

Fifth

12

Sixth

12

Seventh

7

Eight

6

Ninth

1

Speak English

100

Speak other language
No other languages

70

Spanish

17

Another language
13
_____________________________________
(Continued)
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_____________________________________
Variable
%
_____________________________________

Live with both parents
Yes

76

No

24

Self-Identified ethnicity
African American

43

Caucasian

45

Other

12

_____________________________________
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Table 2
Children’s Participation in Sports (N = 84)
_____________________________________________________
Yes
No
_____________________________________________________
Have you ever played sports?

98%

2%

Do you play sports now?

87%

13%

Have you ever played on a
sports team?

81%

19%

Do you play on a sports team now?

66%

34%

_____________________________________________________

40

Table 3
Children’s Participation in Sports by Gender
______________________________________________________________________
Girls (N = 41)

Boys (N = 43)

Yes
No
Yes
No
______________________________________________________________________
Do you plays sports now?

88%

12%

86%

14%

Do you play on a sports
team now?
66%
34%
65%
35%
______________________________________________________________________
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Are there differences between girls’ and boys’ mean levels of enjoyment of
playing sports?
Girls (N = 41) and boys (N = 43) rated their level of enjoyment playing sports on
the sports and demographics questionnaire. On a scale 0 to 5, with 5 being the highest
possible rating, 77% of youth rated their enjoyment playing sports as 5, with girls and
boys averaging a rating of 4 (SD = 1.24) and 5 (SD = 1.12) respectively. Thus, no
significant differences were found between girls’ and boys’ mean level of enjoyment of
playing sports.
Are there differences between girls’ and boys’ mean levels of how many
years they have played sports?
Each of the 84 youth surveyed estimated their total number of years of
participation in sports on the sports and demographics questionnaire. The most
frequently reported estimate of time was 5 years (16%), with girls (N =41) and boys (N =
43) averaging 4 years (SD = 2.84) and 6 years (SD = 2.70), respectively. There were no
significant differences found between girls’ and boys’ total years playing sports.
Are there differences between girls’ and boys’ mean levels of self-perceived
competency and dysfunctional attitudes?
Girls and boys rated their dysfunctional attitudes on the Dysfunctional Attitudes
Scale for Children and their self-perceived competencies in the areas of scholastic
competence, social acceptance, athletic competence, physical appearance, behavioral
conduct, and global self-worth on the Self-Perception Profile for Children. One
significant difference was found between girls’ and boys’ self-perceived competency, in
the area of behavioral conduct. The average for self-perceived behavioral conduct among
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girls and boys is 3.35 (SD = 0.63) and 2.96 (SD = 0.58), respectively, which indicates that
girls have a significantly higher self-perceived competence in this area. In other words,
girls identified their actions more favorably than boys, who perceived their behavior as
less competent. There were no differences found between girls’ and boys’ dysfunctional
attitudes or between their self-perceived athletic competency. The means and standard
deviations were computed for these variables, as shown in Table 4.

Table 4
Self-Perceived Competence and Dysfunctional Attitudes by Gender
_________________________________________________________
Girls (N = 41)
Boys (N = 43)
_________________________________________________________
M (SD)
M (SD)
_________________________________________________________

Scholastic competence

2.95 (0.71)

2.83 (0.64)

Social acceptance

3.05 (0.67)

3.06 (0.58)

Athletic competence

3.05 (0.66)

2.87 (0.66)

Physical appearance

3.28 (0.61)

3.19 (0.67)

Behavioral conduct

3.35 (0.63)

2.96 (0.58) **

Global self-worth

3.44 (0.51)

3.29 (0.60)

Dysfunctional attitudes

2.10 (0.67)

2.10 (0.57)

_________________________________________________________
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Is there a relationship between how much girls enjoy playing sports and their
self-perceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes?
A Pearson correlation was conducted between girls’ enjoyment of playing sports
and self-perceived competence and dysfunctional attitudes. The one-tailed test of the
Pearson correlation was chosen for its sensitivity to small effects and greater precision
with determining directional effects. There are several factors that were found to be
associated with girls’ level of enjoyment of participating in sports, as shown on Table 5.
Athletic competence and global self-worth were associated with girls’ enjoyment
participating in sports, as well as a positive self-perception of physical appearance and
behavioral conduct. These four self-perceived competencies, as well as having less
dysfunctional attitudes, were found to be statistically significant among girls for
enjoyment playing sports. Athletic competence, physical appearance, and global selfworth were significant at the .01 level for one-tailed test. Behavioral conduct and
dysfunctional attitudes were found to be significant at the .05 level for one-tailed test. It
should be noted that only girls’ enjoyment of sports was associated with dysfunctional
attitudes.
The Pearson correlation between girls’ enjoyment of sports and athletic
competency was r(41) = .450, p = .002 and is positively correlated. In other words, girls
who were athletically competent generally enjoyed participating in sports and vice-versa.
High athletic competency among girls was generally associated with high levels of
enjoyment playing sports, and low athletic competency was associated with low
enjoyment participating in sports.
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The Pearson correlation between girls’ enjoyment of sports and physical
appearance was r(41) = .366, p = .009 and is positively correlated. Girls who were
pleased with their physical appearance generally enjoy participating in sports and viceversa. Thus, girls who were highly pleased with their physical appearance generally
experienced high levels of enjoyment playing sports, while those who were less pleased
with the way they look generally experienced low levels of enjoyment participating in
sports.
The Pearson correlation between girls’ enjoyment of sports and global self-worth
was r(41) = .380, p = .007 and is positively correlated. Girls who have a global sense of
self-worth, also referred to as self-esteem, generally enjoy participating in sports and
vice-versa. High self-esteem among girls is generally associated with high levels of
enjoyment playing sports, and low self-esteem is associated with low enjoyment
participating in sports.
The Pearson correlation between girls’ enjoyment of sports and behavioral
conduct was r(41) = .312, p = .023 and is positively correlated. Girls who were pleased
with their behavioral conduct generally enjoy participating in sports and vice-versa.
Therefore, girls who were highly pleased with their behavior generally experienced high
levels of enjoyment playing sports, while those who were less pleased with their behavior
generally experienced low levels of enjoyment participating in sports.
The Pearson correlation between girls’ enjoyment of sports and dysfunctional
attitudes was r(41) = -.312, p = .024 and is negatively correlated. In other words, girls
who had dysfunctional attitudes generally did not enjoy participating in sports, whereas
those who did not have dysfunctional attitudes tended to experience higher levels of
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enjoyment playing sports. Hence, girls who were prone to experience high levels of
dysfunctional attitudes were less likely to enjoy playing sports. Conversely, girls who
were not prone to dysfunctional attitudes were more likely to enjoy playing sports.
Is there a relationship between how much boys enjoy playing sports and
their self-perceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes?
A Pearson correlation was conducted between boys’ enjoyment of playing sports
with self-perceived competence and dysfunctional attitudes to determine statistical
significance. As shown in Table 5, the two factors that were found to be associated with
boys’ level of enjoyment participating in sports were social acceptance and athletic
competence. Athletic competence was significant at the .01 level for the one-tailed test,
and social acceptance was significant at the .05 level for the one-tailed test. No
significance was found for dysfunctional attitudes among boys as related to enjoyment
playing sports.
The Pearson correlation between boys’ enjoyment of sports and athletic
competency was r(43) = .399, p = .004 and is positively correlated. In other words, boys
who were athletically competent generally enjoyed participating in sports and vice-versa.
High athletic competency among boys was generally associated with high levels of
enjoyment playing sports, and low athletic competency was associated with low
enjoyment participating in sports.
The Pearson correlation between boys’ enjoyment of sports and social acceptance
was r(43) = .284, p = .033 and is positively correlated. Boys who perceived themselves
to be socially acceptable generally enjoyed participating in sports and vice versus. High
social acceptability among boys was generally associated with high levels of enjoyment
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playing sports, and low social acceptance was associated with low enjoyment of
participating in sports.
Is there a relationship between how long girls have played sports and their
self-perceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes?
The Pearson correlation between how long girls had played sports and their selfperceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes revealed no significant relationship, as
shown in Table 5. Therefore, neither self-perceived competency nor dysfunctional
attitudes were found to be correlated with how many years girls had played sports.
Is there a relationship between how long boys have played sports and their
self-perceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes?
A Pearson correlation was conducted between how long boys had played sports
and self-perceived competence and dysfunctional attitudes to determine statistical
significance. As shown in Table 5, the three factors that were found to be associated with
how many years boys participated in sports were scholastic competence, social
acceptance, and global self-worth. Social acceptance was significant at the .01 level for
the one-tailed test, with scholastic competence and global self-worth significant at the .05
level for the one-tailed test. The number of years of participation in sports was not
associated with dysfunctional attitudes.
The Pearson correlation between how long boys had played sports and social
acceptance was r(43) = .456, p = .001 and is positively correlated. In other words, boys
who perceived themselves to be socially acceptable generally spent more years playing
sports and vice-versa. High social acceptability among boys was generally associated
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with more years playing sports, and low social acceptance was associated with fewer
years participating in sports.
The Pearson correlation between how long boys played sports and scholastic
competence was r(43) = .305, p = .024 and is positively correlated. Boys who perceived
themselves to be academically competent generally spent more years playing sports and
vice-versa. High scholastic competence, such as good grades, among boys was generally
associated with more years playing sports, and low scholastic competence was associated
with fewer years participating in sports.
The Pearson correlation between how long boys played sports and global selfworth was r(43) = .337, p = .014 and is positively correlated. Boys who had a global
sense of self-worth, also referred to as self-esteem, generally spent more years playing
sports and vice-versa. High self-esteem among boys was generally associated with more
years playing sports, and low self-esteem was associated with fewer years participating in
sports.
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Table 5
Intercorrelations for Enjoyment and Years Playing Sports With Self-Perceived
Competence and Dysfunctional Attitudes by Gender
________________________________________________________________________
Enjoyment
Playing Sports
______________

Years
Playing Sports
______________

Girls
Boys
Girls
Boys
________________________________________________________________________
Scholastic competence

-.072

.139

-.212

.305 *

Social acceptance

.005

.284 *

-.218

.456 **

Athletic competence

.450 **

.399 **

.019

.242

Physical appearance

.366 **

.216

-.010

.128

Behavioral conduct

.312 *

.107

-.070

.103

Global self-worth

.380 **

.119

-.011

.337 *

-.121

-.049

-.246

Dysfunctional attitudes

-.312 *

________________________________________________________________________
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Are there interactions between gender and participation in sports and mean
levels of enjoyment of playing sport and years playing sports?
As shown in Table 6, there was no significant interaction found between gender
and participation in sports and mean levels of enjoyment playing sports and years playing
sports. It suggests that regardless of gender, if youth participate in sports, they enjoy it
more and spend a longer time playing them. The main effect differences indicate that
girls and boys who were at the time of the study playing sports enjoyed them
significantly more than those who did not play sports, and that those youth who were
participating in sports played for significantly more total years than those who were not
participating.

Table 6
Enjoyment and Years Playing Sports by Gender and Participation
________________________________________________________________________
Girls (N = 41)
Boys (N = 43)
______________________ ______________________
Participate in Sports?

Yes
_________

No
_________

Yes
_________

No
_________

M (SD)
M (SD)
M
(SD)
M (SD)
________________________________________________________________________
Enjoy playing sports

4.56 (1.03)

3.20 (2.05)

4.57 (0.93) 4.17 (2.04)*

Years playing sports

4.83 (2.79)

1.60 (0.89)

5.97 (2.49) 2.33 (1.75) **

________________________________________________________________________
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Are there interactions between gender and participation in team sports and
mean levels of enjoyment playing sport and years playing sports?
As shown in Table 7, there was no significant interaction found between gender
and participation in team sports and mean levels of enjoyment playing sport and years
playing sports. This suggests that regardless of gender, if girls and boys participate in
team sports, they tend to enjoy it more. One main-effect difference was found indicating
that girls and boys who are currently participating in team sports enjoy team sports more
than those youth who do not participate on a sports team.

Table 7
Enjoyment and Years Playing Sports by Gender and Participation in Team Sports
________________________________________________________________________

Participate in Team Sports?

Girls (N = 41)
______________________

Boys (N = 43)
____________________

Yes
_________

Yes
_________

No
_________

No
_________

M (SD)
M (SD)
M
(SD)
M (SD)
________________________________________________________________________

Enjoy playing sports

4.78 (0.70)

3.64 (1.69)

4.68 (0.90) 4.20 (1.42) *

Years playing sports

4.67 (2.95)

4.00 (2.66)

5.86 (2.42) 4.73 (3.13)

________________________________________________________________________
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Are there interactions between gender and participation in sports and mean
levels of self-perceived competence and dysfunctional attitudes?
As shown in Table 8, there was no significant interaction found among these
variables, which indicates that there was an absence of meaningful gender differences for
youth who participated in sports in relation to mean levels of self-perceived competency
and dysfunctional attitudes. Main effect differences were found indicating that girls’ and
boys’ mean levels of enjoyment playing sports were associated with three of the six selfperceived competencies. These three self-perceived competencies were athletic
competence, physical appearance, and global self-worth. Thus, girls and boys who
participated in sports at the time of the study had significantly higher levels of selfperceived athletic competence, physical appearance, and global self-worth. With regards
to dysfunctional attitudes, no main effect differences were found among youth who
participated in sports.
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Table 8

Self-Perceived Competence and Dysfunctional Attitudes by Gender and Participation
_______________________________________________________________________

Participate in Sports?

Girls (N = 41)
______________________

Boys (N = 43)
____________________

Yes
_________

Yes
_________

No
_________

No
_________

M (SD)
M (SD)
M
(SD)
M (SD)
_______________________________________________________________________

Scholastic competence

2.93 (0.75)

3.10 (0.37)

2.87 (0.65) 2.56 (0.54)

Social acceptance

3.05 (0.70)

3.07 (0.32)

3.13 (0.58) 2.67 (0.52)

Athletic competence

3.13 (0.63)

2.50 (0.62)

2.94 (0.58) 2.47 (1.00) **

Physical appearance

3.35 (0.55)

2.77 (0.78)

3.23 (0.65) 2.97 (0.80) *

Behavioral conduct

3.40 (0.64)

2.93 (0.40)

2.94 (0.62) 3.08 (0.29)

Global self-worth

3.49 (0.51)

3.03 (0.36)

3.33 (0.57) 3.06 (0.75) *

Dysfunctional attitudes

2.08 (0.65)

2.25 (0.85)

2.06 (0.59) 2.38 (0.26)

_______________________________________________________________________
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Are there interactions between gender and participation in team sports and
mean levels of self-perceived competence and dysfunctional attitudes?
As shown in Table 9, there was no significant interaction found among these
variables, which indicates that there was an absence of meaningful gender differences
found for youth who participated in team sports in relation to mean levels of selfperceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes. Main effect differences were found
indicating that girls’ and boys’ mean levels of enjoyment playing team sports were
significantly related to four of the six self-perceived competencies: athletic competence,
physical appearance, global self-worth, and behavioral conduct. Main-effect differences
were also found indicating that girls’ and boys’ mean levels of enjoyment playing team
sports were significantly related to having fewer dysfunctional attitudes. Overall, girls
and boys who were participating in team sports at the time of the study had significantly
higher levels of self-perceived athletic competence, physical appearance, global selfworth, and behavioral conduct, as well as significantly lower levels of dysfunctional
attitudes.
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Table 9
Self-Perceived Competence and Dysfunctional Attitudes by Gender and Participation in
Team Sports
________________________________________________________________________

Participate in Team Sports?

Girls (N = 41)
______________________

Boys (N = 43)
____________________

Yes
_________

Yes
_________

No
_________

No
_________

M (SD)
M (SD)
M
(SD)
M (SD)
________________________________________________________________________

Scholastic competence

2.85 (0.80)

3.14 (0.45)

2.97 (0.62) 2.56 (0.59) *a

Social acceptance

3.08 (0.73)

3.00 (0.54)

3.22 (0.59) 2.77 (0.46)

Athletic competence

3.17 (0.67)

2.82 (0.58)

2.99 (0.60) 2.64 (0.72) *

Physical appearance

3.36 (0.56)

3.12 (0.68)

3.37 (0.57) 2.86 (0.74) **

Behavioral conduct

3.42 (0.70)

3.20 (0.47)

3.13 (0.55) 2.63 (0.52) **b

Global self-worth

3.56 (0.53)

3.19 (0.38)

3.36 (0.56) 3.17 (0.66) *

Dysfunctional attitudes

1.93 (0.62)

2.42 (0.66)

2.01 (0.62) 2.27 (0.43) **

________________________________________________________________________
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01.
a

indicates a significant interaction.

b

indicates a significant main effect for gender.
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Chapter 5

Discussion
Summary of findings.

The study found that girls and boys participated in sports for approximately the
same amount of time. Girls and boys average total years playing sport was 4 years and 6
years, respectively. The lack of a significant difference in duration of elementary and
middle school students’ sports participation is in part indicative of the overwhelming
impact of Title IX since its passage 40 years ago, which undoubtedly led to
commensurate levels of participation between girls and boys. Current estimates state that
almost 3 million girls are playing sports (Hodder, 2008; Knowles, 2010), an increase of
600% after the passage of Title IX in the 1970s (Kaestner & Xu, 2010).
Similar participation levels among girls and boys is also due to the fact that
overall involvement in sports has steadily increased in the United States, with nearly two
thirds of youth in the United States participating in at least one organized sport each year
(Sabo & Veliz, 2008) and 10 million youth involved in sports outside of an organized
team (American Sports Data, 2000). Additionally, current trends point to a decrease in
traditional sports in favor of new extreme sports (SGMA, 2005). Nevertheless, sports of
all types are popular in this country and appear to be more widespread and varied each
year.
This study found that both girls and boys enjoy playing sports. Girls’ and boys’
ratings of their level of enjoyment playing sports indicated no significant difference.
Seventy-seven percent of the youth in this present study indicated that they had fun
participating in athletic activities. This is congruent with prior research on the subject,
which states that the main reason youth, especially girls (CDC, 2007), play sports is to
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have fun (Gilbert, 2001; Ginsburg et al., 2006; Kientzler, 1999; Woods, 2007).
Moreover, those youth who have fun will most likely continue playing sports (Ginsburg
et al., 2006). In essence, for sports to be a positive experience for youth, they must find
pleasure in participating.
The concept of fun includes friendships, challenging competition, acquiring new
skills, being physically active, and performing in front of fans (Kernan & Greenfield,
2005; Weintraub et al., 2008; Woods, 2007). The fact that enjoyment is such a powerful
motivator for young athletes to participate in sports can be instructive for organizers and
coaches of youth sports to consider for both girls and boys, especially since childhood
participation levels in athletics are predictive of adult levels of participation (Barnett et
al., 2002, Thompson et al., 2003) and adult health outcomes (Alfano et al., 2002).
Among the girls and boys surveyed for this study, a difference in how they
perceived themselves was found in the area of behavioral conduct. The average for selfperceived behavioral conduct among girls and boys indicated that girls had a significantly
higher self-perceived competence regarding behavioral conduct. This self-perceived
competency of behavioral conduct relates to research that has shown sports to be an
effective deterrent to negative behavior (Seefeldt & Ewing, 1997). Sports teach youth
respect for others, teamwork, sportsmanship, and how to follow instructions (Ginsburg et
al., 2006).
This study identified factors of self-perceived competency and dysfunctional
attitudes as being connected to girls’ enjoyment of playing sports. Specifically, girls who
enjoyed playing sports viewed themselves as more athletic, self-confident, well-behaved,
and better looking. They also experienced less negative self-talk and tended to have a
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more optimistic perspective. These findings highlight the fact that there are many factors
to be aware of to ensure that girls are having an enjoyable time while participating in
athletics.
First, girls who enjoyed sports tended to perceive themselves to be athletically
competent. Athletic competency refers to characteristics such as coordination and
mastery of new physical and sport specific-skills. Research states that participation in
sports provides numerous physical health benefits, such as increased physical fitness and
capability, as well as enhanced physical maturation and growth (Gilbert, 2001; Ginsburg
et al., 2006; Malina & Cumming, 2003; Seefeldt & Ewing, 1997).
Second, girls who enjoyed sports tended to report greater self-esteem. This is
congruent with research indicating that youth build self-confidence through participation
in sports (CDC, 1997; Gilbert, 2001; Ginsburg et al., 2006; Kientzler, 1999; Malina &
Cumming, 2003). They also develop many other similar personal characteristics, such as
initiative, determination, self-discipline, resilience, assertiveness, and competitiveness
(Gilbert, 2001; Ginsburg et al., 2006; Seefeldt & Ewing, 2001; Woods, 2007). Girls in
particular benefit from increased self-confidence and the ability to regulate emotions and
manage stressful situations as a result of playing sports (Kientzler, 1999).
Girls who enjoyed participating in sports also tended to cite better self-perception
of their physical appearance and behavioral conduct. Research supports the idea that
youth sports participation enhances positive feelings about body image, in addition to
improving self-assurance among girls (CDC, 1997). Conduct improves as well, with
girls’ involvement in sports reducing not only stress and worry (Gore et al., 2001), but
also benefiting their decision-making processes. For instance, girls who participate in
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sports tend to exhibit more responsible actions, as evidenced by them being less likely to
smoke cigarettes, use illegal substances, engage in risky sexual behavior, become
pregnant, participate in criminal activity, be expelled or fail out of school (CDC, 1997;
NWLC, 2010).
Most notably, girls who enjoyed playing sports tended to report experiencing
fewer dysfunctional attitudes. In other words, the more girls enjoyed sports, the less they
had negative self-defeating beliefs about themselves. The less girls enjoyed sports, the
more they tended to report experiencing negative thoughts and attitudes about
themselves. As hypothesized, thoughts and attitudes are related to participation in youth
sports. This was found to be true for girls only, not among boys who are involved with
athletics.
The boys in this research sample identified social acceptance and athletic
competency as influencing how much enjoyment was experienced during athletic
participation. Boys reported having greater competency in athletics than their male peers
who did not report enjoying sports. Social acceptance was not found to be important
among girls, but boys reported that social acceptance was of significant importance in
their enjoyment of sports.
It appears that boys in general have a more straightforward approach to whether
they deem sports to be enjoyable or not. Am I a good athlete? Am I well liked? These
two questions are crucial to boys’ enjoyment in athletics. Therefore, it is important to
consider if boys are performing well athletically in their chosen sport and whether they
are accepted by teammates and by those affiliated within their sport. It is seems that boys
with the self-perception of being a poor athlete or an outsider among those affiliated with
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sports are less likely to enjoy athletic pursuits, and thus will be less inclined to persist in
participating in sports.
Although there were many factors contributing to girls’ enjoyment of sports, no
factor was identified as being significantly associated with the length of time they
participated in sports. In other words, self-perceived competency and dysfunctional
attitudes were found to be unrelated to how long girls have played sports. Boys, on the
other hand, identified three factors to be significantly related to the amount of time spent
participating in sports. Boys reported that greater social acceptance, scholastic
competence, and global self-worth were related to increased duration of participating in
athletics.
The need to be accepted and welcomed by those involved in athletics was
identified as an essential factor for boys to remain involved in the sport. It not only
increased their enjoyment, but also influenced their sustained participation. For example,
when boys believe themselves to be included as part of the sports team, they are more
likely to continue participating. The opposite is true as well. Thus, when a boy is
ostracized from a sports team, the less likely he is to continue playing. Simply put, being
excluded is not considered an enjoyable experience, and therefore boys are likely to quit
playing sports when they perceive themselves as not socially accepted by those
associated within their athletic program.
An overall improvement in self-worth and better scholastic performance was also
associated with boys spending more time playing sports. The more years they played
sports, the better boys felt about themselves and the better their academic performance at
school. Improvement academically may be related to the scholastic mandate for
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satisfactory grades in order to qualify for school-sponsored sports. Increased self-esteem
in boys may in fact coincide with their greater self-perceived social acceptance, which is
associated with more time spent playing sports and enjoyment playing sports. Improved
self-esteem may also be related to their greater self-perceived athletic competency that is
related to enjoyment playing sports. In essence, boys who are good at playing sports are
more likely to also be socially accepted. These boys typically invest more time in
playing sports and continue to perform well athletically and tend to have increased selfesteem. In addition, better academic performance is usually associated with these
athletic, popular, self-confident boys.
In summary, youth who were engaged in athletics generally enjoyed sports and
team sports more and reported having played more total years. Girls and boys who
sustain long-term participation in sports do so because they enjoy it and perceive
themselves to be physically competent (Butcher et al., 2002). Related to their
participation in sports is the development a positive self-perception with regard to their
athleticism and physical appearance, as well as a broad sense of self-worth. The mastery
of athletic skills, positive reinforcement, and accurate praise increase self-esteem
(Ginsburg et al., 2006). Achieving personal sport-specific goals builds self-confidence as
well. Youth involved in sports tend to be more physically fit, capable, and coordinated
than peers who do not participate athletics (Alfano et al., 2002; Barnett et al., 2002;
Weintraub et al., 2002).
In addition, youth who participate in team sports also positively benefit from
improved conduct, viewing themselves as better behaved than peers who do not play
team sports. This trend highlights the notion that there is special importance to being part
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of a team, which has its own unique rules, expectations, and relational interactions that
only team sports provide to participants. Research shows that athletics teaches youth
personal qualities such as respect for others, teamwork, sportsmanship, and how to follow
instructions (Ginsburg et al., 2006), all of which are related to improved behavior among
young athletes. Overall, girls and boys view themselves positively and benefit in
important ways from their involvement in athletics in their youth.
This study highlights how self-perceptions and attitudes are associated with a
child’s enjoyment and degree of participation in sports. It was hypothesized that
elementary and middle school girls who participated in sports would be influenced by
thoughts and feelings about themselves in relation to their enjoyment in participating in
athletic endeavors. It was also hypothesized that girls’ self-perceived competencies
would be related to their likelihood of enjoying and continuing to play sports.
The statistical analysis conducted on the association between girls’ enjoyment of
playing sports and dysfunctional attitudes, which was assessed using the Dysfunctional
Attitudes Scale for Children, revealed a negative association between the two variables.
That is, girls with dysfunctional attitudes generally did not enjoy participating in sports,
whereas those who did not have dysfunctional attitudes tended to experience higher
levels of enjoyment playing sports. As hypothesized, young female athletes exhibited the
likelihood to develop certain thoughts and attitudes about themselves and sports based
upon their experience in youth sports.
The association between self-perceived competency and girls’ reported athletic
experience was found to be significant in four of six examined self-perceptions, as
measured by the Self-Perception Profile for Children: athletic competence, global self-
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worth, physical appearance, and behavioral conduct. These self-perceived competencies
were positively associated with girls’ enjoyment of athletic participation. Therefore, the
better self-perception in the areas of athleticism, overall self-worth, body image, and
behavioral conduct, the more likely girls were to enjoy playing sports and vice-versa.
Self-perceived scholastic competence and social acceptance were not found to be
significantly correlated with girls’ enjoyment playing sports.
It was also hypothesized that there would be a relationship between how long
girls played sports and their self-perceived competency and dysfunctional attitudes.
However, analyses indicated a lack of a statistically significant relationship between these
variables. That is, girls’ self-perceptions and dysfunctional attitudes were not related to
numbers of years spent playing sports. Moreover, because self-perceived competency
and dysfunctional attitudes were not found to be directly associated with number of years
girls played sports, these variables could not be considered related to their future
participation in sports. In conclusion, only enjoyment playing sports was significantly
correlated with girls’ self-perceived competencies and dysfunctional attitudes.
Significance of the findings.

This study promotes a greater understanding of the cognitive barriers that prevent
sustained participation in youth sports among young girls and of how the factors in an
enjoyable experience and physical competency influence ongoing participation in youth
sport. The findings in this study indicated that dysfunctional attitudes were correlated
solely with girls’ enjoyment of sports. Dysfunctional attitudes were not associated with
boys’ enjoyment or with number of year playing sports.
Dysfunctional attitudes, which are also considered negative thinking patterns, as
related to girls’ enjoyment of sports are a significant finding in that it reveals an
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underinvestigated aspect to girls’ perspective regarding athletic participation. The study
indicates that the presence of a negative attitude about self-worth and capabilities can be
a deterrent to girls’ having fun while participating in athletic activities. More
specifically, the study revealed that girls with less negative thinking patterns were more
likely to enjoy sports, whereas girls with more reported negative thinking patterns were
less likely to enjoy participating in sports.
Existing research suggests that the more youth have fun playing sports, the main
reason they participate, the more likely they are to sustain participation (Gilbert, 2001;
Ginsburg et al., 2006; Kientzler, 1999; Woods, 2007). Thus, this inverse correlation
between dysfunctional attitudes and girls’ enjoyment of sports may be a newly
discovered cognitive barrier to girls’ participation in sports that should be considered.
Though previous research has identified common reasons for girls and boys
discontinuing sports to be a lack of enjoyment and low self-perceived physical
competency (Butcher et al., 2002), there is a dearth of information about possible
cognitive barriers that contribute to withdrawal from athletics.
Relationship of findings to previous research.

There is a paucity of existing research on how thoughts and attitudes relate to
participation in youth sports. Specifically, there is an absence of information about the
cognitive barriers that negatively influence girls’ participation in sports. More research is
needed to understand the cognitive variables involved in girls’ decisions to discontinue
athletic participation. Certainly, understanding the unique barrers associated with young
girls’ maintaining participation in sports is imperative if effective interventions are to
sustain active particpation in athletics.
Relevance to the theory and practice of cognitive behavioral therapy.
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According to the tenets of cognitive behavioral therapy, a person’s underlying
belief system about self, others, and the future impacts emotions and conduct (Beck,
1995). A negative belief system is considered dysfunctional in that it leads to
misattributions about events, which in turn lead to harmful effects upon attitude and
outlook (Abela & D’Alessandro, 2002). These negative thought patterns about the self
and situations are challenged in order to alter unwanted emotions and behaviors in the
practice of cognitive behavioral therapy.
This study on young athletes’ functioning in sports relates to cognitive behavioral
therapy in that it incorporates how thoughts, feelings, and behavior are interconnected.
Elementary and middle school athletes, for instance, do not have the sophisticated ability
to distinguish between cognitive exaggerations, as opposed to a more balanced
assessment of events, because they are still developing psychologically, socially, and
emotionally (Rienecke et al., 1996; Sigleman & Rider, 2006). Therefore, young athletes
are likely to make unrealistic and defeatist conclusions about poor sports performances,
which is consistent with research that cites that youth lack the maturation in thought
processing to view negative experiences in sports in a balanced manner (Ginsburg et al.,
2006).
These dysfunctional thoughts and attitudes relate to the principles of cognitive
behavioral therapy because of the direct impact they have upon young female athletes’
feelings and behavior. This study found that the prevalence of dysfunctional attitudes
was correlated with elementary and middle school girls’ enjoyment of sports. It was also
determined that among young girls, these dysfunctional attitudes were a likely
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impediment to having fun while participating in athletics, thereby identifying negative
thoughts about the self as a likely cognitive barrier to enjoying sports.
Relevance of findings to future research.

The benefits and importance of girls’ participation in sports is well researched, as
well are some of the physical and environmental barriers to youth participation in sports.
The research conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (1997) in
conjunction with the President’s Council on Physical Fitness identified barriers to
physical activity and sports in the lives of girls. Thorough investigations such as this
landmark study into the barriers of participation highlight why sports are important and
beneficial to girls in particular, especially among minority groups. Future studies should
build upon the established literature to examine how cognitive barriers also play a role in
girls’ participation in sports.
This study endeavored to further the research by contributing to the understanding
of cognitive barriers that prevent sustained participation in youth sports among girls and
how the factors of an enjoyable experience and physical competency also influence
ongoing participation in youth sport. Identifying dysfunctional attitudes as a related
factor in young female athletes’ enjoyment of sports is a signficant finding. The more
girls enjoyed sports, the less they engaged in negative self-defeating beliefs about
themselves. The less girls enjoyed sports, the more they tended to report experiencing
negative thoughts and attitudes about themselves. This relationship between negative
thought patterns and enjoyment of participation in sports suggest that cognitive factors
are indeed influential in girls’ engagement in athletics.
Suggestions for future research.
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The first recommendation for future research is to add clarity to the subject
matter. In other words, future research should distinguish between sport-specific
dropouts, sport-general dropouts, and sports transfers when investigating girls’
participation in athletics. Perhaps girls are quitting sports entirely and exploring other
talents or academic pursuits. Or economic or social reasons may cause girls to stop
playing sports. However, girls may in fact be simply switching to another sport. If so,
what were the reasons for the change in sport, and was the sport team oriented? The
reasons girls discontinue playing sports should be distinguished to better understand the
specific factors associated with their decision-making process.
Second, the nature of their athletic participation should be analyzed in a manner
that is inclusive of new trends in athletics and modern definitions of what is considered a
legitimate sport. The popularity of extreme sports and winter sports has increased
significantly, and basketball and soceer are now the most popular team sports (SGMA,
2005). Also, many girls are involved in competitive dance teams and cheerleading
squads that are now considered athletic activities. Examples of additional sports
activities that were indicated by youth on the sports questionnaire include jumping rope,
squash, rock climbing, cricket, and badminton. Including these new categories for sports
will be more effective in making an accurate assessment of girls’ overall participation in
sports.
Qualitative studies would add knowledge on the numerous sociological influences
upon girls’ thought process with regards to athletics. Factors such as socioeconomic
status, ethnicity, culture, religion, health, physical ability, and neighborhood safety are
just a few examples of the variables that may play a role in girls’ participation in youth
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sports. Qualitative research could also discern the ways in which parents and coaches
influence the quality of athletic experiences for girls and thereby influence participation
rates and enjoyment of sports.
Limitations of the current study.

The main limitation of this study is that it evaluated only the relationship between
variables. The statistical correlations computed did not determine causality. They only
indicated if there was a relationship present, and if so, how strong the relationships were
between the variables. Experimental research with a control group would be necessary to
determine cause and effect.
Though race and gender were relatively balanced in the research sample, the
participants were primarily youth from southeastern Pennsylvania and southern New
Jersey. The sample excluded youth who were non-English speaking, and thus did not
investigate the unique challenges these youth may face with regard to athletic
participation and language barriers.
There were threats to internal validity because the data was obtained through selfreport, which could have led to underreporting or overreporting. The sports questionnaire
was a poorly designed measure of how long youth had participated in sports. Middle
school students were able to estimate how many years they had played sports.
Elementary school students, however, had difficulty calculating the total time of their
sports involvement and often needed assistance in determining how many years they had
played sports. There was also the likelihood that middle school students would
inherently have more experience playing sports. The construction of the table in the
sports questionnaire was a design flaw that led some participants to experience difficulty
with checking boxes within the lines.
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The entire battery of the Self-Perception Profile for Children and Dysfunctional
Attitudes Scale for Children, along with the sports and demographics questionnaire,
proved to be exhausting and too lengthy for some participants. The fatigue may have
been due to the tedium of numerous questions. It may also have been influenced by the
fact that many of the measures were conducted after school, a time of day when youth are
tired. In retrospect, offering snacks during testing may have increased focus and
enthusiasm.
Summary and conclusions.

Participation in youth sports is a matter of great importance because girls who are
involved in sports or other forms of physical activity are more likely to particpate in
athletics or be physically active as adults (Alfano et al., 2002; CDC, 1997; Gore et al.,
2004; Steiner et al., 2000; Taylor et al., 1999). Thus, early involvement in sports is
pivotal in establishing a fitness trajectory in which girls remain physically active later in
life. Additionally, becoming involved in sports during elementary and middle school is
foundational in that girls reap numerous educational, social, and physical benefits.
Therefore, it is crucial for future research studies to advance knowledge and develop
sophisticated interventions that foster girls’ long-term participation in sports.
This research added to the understanding of how thoughts and attitudes are
associated with participation in youth sports, specifically among young female athletes.
The self-perceptions and dysfunctional attitudes that negatively influence youth
participation in sports were explored, as were the positive beliefs and feelings engendered
by enjoyable athletic experiences. Understanding the unique cognitive barrers associated
with young girls’ decisions to participate in sports and maintain athletic involvement is
imperative in developing effective interventions to be used to sustain active particpation
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in athletics. Moreover, expanding the knowledge of how cognitive variables impact the
decision to initiate and sustain athletic participation will assist advocates for youth sports
in understanding how thoughts and attitudes play an important role in girls and boys’
athletic experiences and future participation in sports.
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Appendix A

Sports Questionnaire
Please circle the answer or write the answer on the blank that best describes you.
All your answers will be kept confidential.

Have you ever played sports? Yes or No
Do you play sports now? Yes or No

Have you ever played on a sports team? Yes or No
Do you play on a sports team now? Yes or No

How much do you enjoy playing sports?
[------------------------------------------------]
0
1
Not at all

2

3

4

5
A lot

How many total years have you played sports?
[---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------]
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Please put a check  for how much you have played each sport listed below:
Name of Sport
Never
Sometimes
A Lot
Soccer
Basketball
Football
Softball
Baseball
Tennis
Golf
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Volleyball
Field Hockey
Ice Hockey
Ice Skating
Gymnastics
Swimming or Diving
Riding your bike
Running
Track & Field
Martial Arts
Wrestling
Skiing or Snowboarding
Skateboarding
Mountain or BMX biking
Surfing or Water Skiing
Lacrosse
Boxing
Weight lifting
Horseback riding
Rowing
Canoeing / Kayaking
Cheerleading
Other: _____________
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Demographics Questionnaire
Please circle the answer or write the answer on the blank that best describes you.
All your answers will be kept confidential.

Are you a girl? Yes or No
What is your age? _______________
What grade are you in? _____________________
What school do you go to? ____________________

Do you speak English? Yes or No
What other languages do you speak? _______________
Do you live with both parents? Yes or No

How do you identify yourself?
Black / African American
White / Caucasian
Asian
Native American
Hispanic / Latino
Biracial / Multiracial
Other: _________________

THANK YOU!
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Appendix B

Instructions

THOUGHTS SURVEY
Different people think in different ways and believe different things. We want to know
what you think too. You are going to read a group of sentences. Tell us how much you agree
with each sentence by choosing either Strongly disagree, Mostly disagree, Disagree a bit, Agree
a bit, Mostly agree, or Strongly agree under each sentence. Remember that there are no right or
wrong choices because everybody thinks in different ways.
“WHAT AM I LIKE” SURVEY
I have some sentences here and, as you can see from the top of your sheet where it says
“What I Am Like,” I want to know who you are like, what kind of a person you are like. This is
a survey, not a test. There are no right or wrong answers. Since kids are very different from one
another, every person will be putting down something different.
First, let me explain how these questions work. There is a sample question at the top,
marked “a.” I’ll read it aloud and you follow along with me. This question talks about two
kinds of kids, and I want to know which kids are most like you.
So, what I want you to decide first is whether you are most like the kids on the left side
who would rather play outdoors, or whether you are more like kids on the right side who would
rather watch television. Don’t mark anything yet, but first decide which kind of kid is most like
you, and go to that side of the sentence.
Now, the second thing I want you think about (now that you have decided which kind of kids are
most like you) is whether that is only sort of true for you, or really true for you. If it’s only sort
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of true, then put an X in the box under sort of true; if it’s really true for you, then put an X in that
box, under really true.
For each sentence you check only one box. Sometimes it will be on one side of the
page – at another time it will be on the other side of the page, but you can only check one box for
each sentence. You don’t check both sides, just the one side most like you.
Okay, that one was just for practice. Now I have some more sentences that I’d like for
you to complete. For each one, just check one box, the one that goes with what is true for you
and what you are most like.
SPORTS & DEMOGRAPHICS QUESTIONNAIRE
These are some questions about your experiences in sports. I’d like to find out how
involved you’ve been in sports, how much you enjoy sports, what types of sports you played, if
you’ve ever quit a team or stopped playing sports all together. There are also questions about
school, and a few questions about you and your family.

88
Appendix C

Jeanine A. Johnson, M.S.
(215) 913-5783 ~ jeaninejo@pcom.edu

Summer 2011
Request for Survey Participants
Population: Students, Grades 2 through 8
To Whom It May Concern:
I am currently pursuing a Psy.D. in Clinical Psychology at the Philadelphia College of
Osteopathic Medicine (PCOM). I am in the last year of a five-year program, and working to
complete the data collection required for my dissertation, “Understanding the Thoughts and
Attitudes Related to Participation in Youth Sports.”
The aim of this study is to research the thoughts and attitudes involved in a child’s choice to play
sports so that I may gain insight into how to sustain athletic participation so that children may
reap the many advantages sport has to offer.
I am seeking students enrolled in elementary or middle school in grades 2 through 8 to
participate by filling out several surveys. Each survey is a standardized questionnaire that asks
simple, straightforward questions, and will only take approximately 15 minutes to complete. A
parent or guardian must sign an informed consent before students fill out the surveys.
My school’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved this study last fall. Here is the contact
information for my chairperson at PCOM: Virginia Burks Salzer, Ph.D., Clinical Associate
Professor, Department of Psychology, VirginiaSa@pcom.edu.
I look forward to discussing the opportunity with you at greater length. Additional
documentation is available upon request. Thank you for your time and consideration.
Sincerely,
Jeanine A. Johnson, M.S.

